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ISFAHAN: "HALF THE WORLD"
The inhabitants of Isfahan, proud of their city's splendour, used to call it "Half the World". Today their claim seems exaggerated, but the city is still proudly called Nispe Iran ("Half Iran") although it is no longer the capital. Persia's history is indissolubly linked with Isfahan and no other Iranian town, nor any other city of Islam, has so faithfully retained its original character.' It is the last monument extant to an oriental monarch who knew how to build, a late but still living example of the many towns described by Arab and Persian historians.
The watercourse to which the great oasis of Isfahan owes its existence is the Zende, or river of youth, river of life. This flows down from the mountains in the west of the Baktiares country. Over the centuries it has brought down a deposit of marl, from which its waters have washed away the salt, making it extremely fertile, and feeding the sub-soil and irrigating the surrounding plain. But the supply of water, only plentiful in the spring, was insufficient and so the Sefuwa Shahs of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Tahmasp, Abbas the Great and Abbas II, tried to divert the Karun, a tributary of the Tigris, across the mountains in order to increase the flow of the Zende. This was to be done by a tunnel or a water-gap, but the means at their disposal turned out to be insufficient. This ambitious project would have turned the Karun valley in Mesopotamia into a desert, but would have doubled the area of the Isfahan oasis. It shows a breadth of vision which was not unusual amongst the rulers of this dynasty. Another watercourse was, in fact, diverted to the •                   119e magical power of protection.
